Role of the notochord in the development of cephalic structures in normal and anencephalic human fetuses.
Normal and anencephalic human conceptuses were analysed histologically to investigate the role of differentiation of the intracranial notochord and its relation to the formation of the basichondrocranium. We have examined 16 normal embryos and fetuses and 4 anencephalic fetuses. Each developmental stage of formation of the normal basichondrocranium presented specific morphological changes during the course of notochord depletion. In contrast with normal specimens, anencephalic fetuses presented malformations of the basichondrocranium which were always related to an abnormal position of the notochord. Macroscopical differences between craniorachischisis and cranioschisis in fetuses with anencephaly correlated with the existence of two histologically different degrees of malformation. In fetuses with craniorachischisis we found severe disturbances in the shape, position and ossification of the basichondrocranium and in the course of the intracranial notochord. In fetuses with cranioschisis the described disturbances of the basichondrocranium and intracranial notochord were mild. In addition, marked differences in affection of the central nervous system and the hypophysis were observed. These findings suggest different periods of dysmorphogenesis. Our results underline the importance of the chordal mesoderm in the differentiation for the formation of cephalic structures in Man.